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Abstract 
In an ideal situation EFL students should learn the target language intensively and extensively. Providing outside reading 
materials to encourage extensive reading is a good way to master a foreign language and to absorb new knowledge. This study 
attempts to investigate students’ perceptions of doing outside reading and self-access counseling. Three hundred and fifty 
students from a university in Taiwan participated in this study. Their English ability ranged from high-beginning to intermediate 
level. They were assigned to self-read several articles after class and then received an assessment test. A total of four assessment 
tests were conducted during the year. After finishing the final assessment, they completed a survey. The results showed that most
students, not confident with language forms, needed instruction and guidance while preparing for the assigned outside readings.
They confessed that they did benefit from outside reading, but sometimes they were not sure whether their comprehension was 
right or wrong. They could do better if the teacher explained some of the content and highlighted the key words or structures in
class. To monitor their learning, regular quizzes and soft requirements were necessary. Based on the results, some pedagogical 
implications are proposed. 
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1. Introduction 
An important goal of teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) is to create a communicative environment 
that fosters natural interaction and at the same time promotes the development of language skills. According to 
Swain (1995), comprehensible input reception and output production of learners in social context is crucial for 
second language acquisition. However, in the EFL classroom, there is generally too little contact with the target 
language (Collins, Halter, Lightbown, & Spada, 1999; Lightbown, 2000; Spanda & Lightbown, 1989; Turnbull, 
Lapkin, Hart, & Swain, 1998) due to limited instruction time and large groups. It is a well-known fact that learning 
is a collaborative activity between the students who are responsible for their own learning and the teachers who have 
to facilitate the learning process. As a result, learners should be able to learn independently, i.e., they become 
autonomous in learning the target language.
What is autonomy? Autonomy is not easily defined in a concrete and tangible manner. But certain kinds of 
knowledge, skills and attitudes can be said to characterize and lead to autonomous learning. According to Sheerin 
(1989), autonomy is a state which most learners need preparation for and which is the proper end-product of any 
successful course. Learners have direct access to the learning materials and they need to know what they have to 
*Nina Chiulan Lin. Tel.:886-2-26475441; fax: 886-2-26471815 
E-mail address: ninachiulan@yahoo.com.tw 
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 (2010) 2676–2680
© 2010 Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Hsiao-fang Cheng and Nina Chiulan Lin / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 (2010) 2676–2680 2677
learn and why. They also need skills to manage their time and to cope with stress and other negative affective 
factors that may interfere with learning. They also require some basic knowledge about the learning process and the 
nature of language (Wenden, 1991). Finally, they should learn to be self-motivated and self-disciplined. The 
indicator of autonomy is that learners become more actively involved in their learning. Research shows that the most 
autonomous learners are small children, who are obviously learning about themselves and about the world. 
Autonomy is an attitude to language learning which may not necessarily have many external, observable features. 
According to Dickinson (1987), autonomous learners have five characteristics. They are able to identify what’s been 
taught, formulate their own learning objectives, select and implement appropriate learning strategies and monitor 
their own use of learning strategies. They are identifying strategies that are not working for them or are not 
appropriate and use others, resulting in a relatively rich repertoire of strategies.
However, students need training to become autonomous learners. They need to be equipped with the ability to 
take on more responsibility for their own learning. This ability involves strategy and confidence. Furthermore, 
teachers should encourage learners to work out their objectives, think through a range of meta-cognitive strategies, 
plan their learning, give a time scale to it, select materials to meet their objectives and undertake self-assessment.  
It is also important for learners to develop the attitude that learning is a life-long process and acquire the skills 
of self-directed learning. However, due to the highly complex nature of language and language learning (Dickinson 
& Carver, 1980) as well as cultural traditions, encouraging autonomy in language learners often proves to be a 
doubly difficult objective. This is specifically true in Chinese context. Chinese students have great respect for 
authority and they view their teacher as a figure of authority. The teacher is expected to exercise such authority, that 
is, to look after or nurture his/her students and take charge (Ho & Crookall, 1995). Therefore, students tend to rely 
on teachers commands or requirements while learning. How to foster students to be self-motivated and self-directed 
has become an important issue amongst English teachers in Asia. 
Recently many colleges in Taiwan have set up self-access centres to train the learners. In order to use them 
successfully, students have to learn relating what happens in them to what happens in the classroom. The purpose of 
self-access centres is to lead the learners to autonomy, give them a convenient place to do homework and a means 
for achieving student independence. In my university, the self-access centre is staffed by a group of contract-based 
English instructors who provide individual consulting on English speaking and writing. They are well aware of the 
relationship between autonomy and self-access as well as between self-access and learner training. Apart from 
attending English classes, all the freshmen are required to read an issue of an English magazine by themselves. Two 
tests will be given to evaluate their self-directed learning outcomes in the middle and at the end of the semester. 
During their preparatory stage, whenever they encounter problems, they can consult with one of the teachers in the 
self-access centre. After implementing such policy for two semesters, the researchers would like to know if self-
access language learning at the tertiary level really works and what students think of self-access learning. Therefore, 
at the end of the second semester, a survey was conducted to investigate the applicability and student’s perception of 
self-access learning. The following questions were addressed. 
1. What do the participants think of self-access English learning? Their needs, objectives, perceptions, etc. 
2. What do the participants think of the contents and load of self-study material? 
3. Is it necessary to provide guidance or consulting to facilitate their learning? 
4. If individual consulting is provided, will they use it to enhance their learning outcome? 
2. Method 
2.1 Participants 
Three hundred and fifty freshmen in the polytechnic program from National United University in Taiwan 
participated in this study. The participants were divided into three groups based on their English score of the 
Entrance Exam for Colleges. Group A belonged to the intermediate level; Group B, the pre-intermediate level, and 
Group C, the high-beginning level. Group A consisted of 125 participants; Group B, 120; Group C, 105. They were 
taught by three different teachers. Requirement for individual consulting was tactfully used.
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2.2 Self-study material 
The material for self-study was an English magazine Ivy League Enjoy English published by Ivy League 
English Publishing Company, founded by Professor Peter Lai in 1988. Their mission is to give readers the finest 
English teaching and reference books available. In order to do this, they publish two monthly magazines, Ivy League 
Analytical English and Enjoy English. The topics in the magazine include daily life, celebrities, travel, pop culture 
or songs, adapted to meet the abilities of elementary level students. Chinese translation and explanation of 
grammatical structure, DVD-ROM, and radio broadcast are available. 
2.3 Procedures 
Apart from classroom lecture, all the participants were required to read a monthly issue of an English magazine 
by themselves. Group A was asked to read and practice the quizzes at home whereas Group B and C would receive 
certain help from the teachers, highlighting the key points and taking weekly quizzes in class. Two tests were given 
to evaluate their self-directed learning outcomes, one in the middle and one at the end of the semester. At the end of 
the second semester, a survey was conducted to investigate their perceptions of self-directed learning (See 
Appendix). 
3. Results and Discussion 
Self-access language learning means that learners are active participants rather than passive recipients of 
information. They set priorities, decide when and where to study and determine how to pace their learning. Finally 
they evaluate their learning and, if necessary, change their plan of action after receiving feedback from a counsellor. 
The participants in this study stated that they held positive attitudes toward self-access language learning, which 
contributed greatly to their language proficiency if they persisted in learning automatically and independently. Since 
the school has already set up the measure for graduation, they expected to improve their English ability so as to meet 
the requirement. They believe that appropriate guidance, soft requirement, monitoring and perseverance would 
facilitate their learning to a substantial degree. What they need the most is to acquire learning strategies to enhance 
their English proficiency. In the long run, they expect to fully comprehend the English texts in their fields. 
The self-study material in this study provided the students with all the necessary information for self-study. 
Consequently more than 70% of the participants thought they could do the outside reading by themselves without 
any help from the teachers. However, they all agreed that certain kind of monitoring or soft requirement was 
necessary. They suggested the teachers should give them weekly quizzes in order to practice at home. They thought 
it was unnecessary for teachers to highlight the key points or give in-class quizzes. Thirty-eight percent of the 
participants thought it was unnecessary for teachers to lecture the content of the assigned self-study material. It is 
possible that the content for self-study is not too difficult for them to study because Chinese translation and 
explanation as well as DVD-ROM are available. Drawing on this result, teachers should change their syllabi and 
focus more on lecturing new things instead of reviewing the self-study material. 
Because the magazine contains a wide variety of useful and interesting topics, they enjoyed reading it in their 
free time. In the course of this research, they were required to read half of the magazine, i.e. five short passages, for 
mid-term exam and another half for the final exam. Group A stated that they did not feel pressurized to prepare for 
the mid-term and final exams whereas Group C said they felt a lot of pressure and spent a lot of time preparing for 
the tests but didn’t do well at all. They said that the content was simply too much for them. Worse than that, they 
were not confident with language forms, even though Chinese translation was available. They thought they needed 
instruction and guidance while preparing the assigned outside readings. They confessed that they did benefit from 
outside reading, but sometimes they were not sure whether their comprehension was right or wrong. They could do 
better if the teacher explained some of the content or highlighted the key words or structures in class. They did need 
teacher’s facilitation and guidance. Based on this finding, probably in the near future, more reading passages could 
be added to Group A; they could probably read one monthly issue for the mid-term exam and another one for the 
final exam. More instruction time or facilitation would be given to Group B and C to improve their basic skills. 
More than 90% of them thought they surely could enhance their proficiency by reading extensively. They all agreed 
that both mid-term and final exams were necessary for evaluating their self-study results. Half of them admitted that 
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they had not spent much time preparing for the outside readings, so their progress was not very impressive. If they 
spend more time in the future, they will advance from their present level to the upper level.
When asked if they knew that individual consulting was available in the self-access centre, all the participants 
answered “Yes”. Klassen, et al.(1998) required their students to attend the self-access centre for the purpose of 
completing a remedial English program. This was accompanied by an attendance and assessment count. Contrary to 
what Klassen, et al. (1998) have done, a soft requirement is used in this study. Because such kind of individual 
consulting is not a requirement, only those who are really interested in learning will make an appointment and 
consult with the teachers. Considering students’ tight class schedule, consulting hours are available from nine in the 
morning until six in the evening, including lunchtime, five days a week. Most participants from Group A and B have 
ever consulted the teachers; however, only a few from Group C have done so. For those who have consulted with 
the teachers, 65% thought it was beneficiary. When asked if it is necessary to provide an English speaking and 
writing clinic in the future, they said that it was necessary and they will be very willing to use it. It is obvious that 
they evaluate their attainments through their objectives and this evaluation helps them to plan subsequent learning. 
This finding implies that the participants with better English proficiency are better motivated and active learners 
whereas low achievers tend to be under-motivated and passive recipients.  
4. Conclusion and Suggestion 
Learning a foreign language is a discipline that requires a significant transfer of skills, knowledge, and concepts 
from one language to another for bilingual students. In the foreign language classroom, teachers must provide 
instruction that builds a strong foundation for comprehension in both the first and the target language. Students are 
expected to be able to engage in meaningful interaction, use the target language for interpersonal exchange, do 
verbal communication, reconstruct learned sentences and use them in real-life communication. The result of this 
study is showing that most participants held positive attitude towards self-access learning, individual consulting, and 
the establishment of a self-access centre. To monitor their learning, giving regular quizzes was mandatory. It is a 
good idea to set up a self-access centre as it is an ideal place for students to access English resources. However, its 
practicability and essentialness is worth further investigation. In this study we overlooked other important factors 
such as student’s learning styles and his/her perception of self-evaluation.  
This study showed that the majority of low achievers have seldom experienced a sense of success and 
satisfaction during the learning processes. Drawing on the results of this study, some pedagogical implications are 
proposed. In the future, teachers should provide students with reasons for learning that are consistent with their 
personal needs and goals. They also have to help students to acquire the skills and strategies to be self-directed, self-
regulated and independent learners. Most important of all, teachers need to interact directly with students whose 
attitudes, values and beliefs do not appear to include the desire to learn or to be autonomous in their learning and 
cultivate a shift in attitude. Last but not least, they should help students to experience learning successes that build 
their perception of competence, control and worth. They should focus on enhancing students’ meta-cognition to 
prepare them for approaching their own learning autonomy.  
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Appendix -- Survey 
Please read each statement and indicate A, B, C, D, or E to show the degree of consensus.
      A. Strongly Agree   B. Agree   C. Slightly Agree   D. Disagree   E. Strongly Disagree 
1. I enjoy reading “Ivy League Enjoy English” in my free time. 
2. I think the contents of “Ivy League Enjoy English” are copious and practical. 
3. I think it’s necessary to give mid-term and final exams to evaluate the self-access learning.
4. I think using two monthly issues as self-study material in one semester is a great burden. 
5. I spend time studying self-study material and preparing for the tests after class.  
6. I think using one monthly issue as self-study material in one semester is appropriate. 
7. I think it is necessary for teachers to teach the contents of the magazines in class.  
8. I think it is necessary for teachers to highlight the key points and give weekly quizzes in class. 
9. In stead of being taught by teachers, I think students should read self-study material by themselves. 
10.  I think it will serve the same purpose if weekly quizzes are given to practice at home. 
11.  I know individual English counselling is available at self-access centre. 
12.  I think I can learn more from the foreign teacher, so I like to consult with him at the self-access centre. 
13.  I have consulted with the teachers at the self-access centre and I think it’s helpful. 
14.  If individual counselling is still available next year, I will use it more.  
15. What do you think of self-access learning? Please state your attitude, beliefs, and perceptions. 
